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T
Ultimately, the
family that counts
most is the family of
the Lord.

he Torah is a story
of families—the families of Adam, of Noah,
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and it
is continued on in the stories of
David and his descendants. It is for
a reason that the Bible contains so
many genealogies.
Just about all families are to some
degree dysfunctional, and the families of the Tenach were no exception.
Adam and Eve’s first son killed his
brother. Noah cursed a son who had
been disrespectful. Jacob defrauded
his brother Esau, and one of his sons
was sold into slavery by his other
sons. And so it went. The Bible does
not spare us from stories of sibling
rivalry, jealousy, and violence, and of
domestic discord.
Nevertheless the family was the
most important social unit of Israel,
and family solidarity remains one of
the great strengths of Judaism. But
in a sense, the entire nation was God’s

“house”—His family (Numbers
12:7; Jeremiah 12:7; Hosea 8:1).
The prophets spoke of Israel as His
bride. In the hierarchy of loyalties
this family of the Lord trumped the
fleshly family, so that if one’s own
flesh and blood advocated disloyalty
to the God of Israel, one was obligated to kill them by stoning
(Deuteronomy 13:6-11). The
prophet Micah foretold a time when
natural families would be broken up
because of spiritual discord (Micah
7:6).1
The Torah demands that children
render respect and obedience to both
father and mother (Exodus 20:12),
and failure to do so could result in
punishment of death (Exodus 21:15,
17). Parents also had obligations to
children. Besides bringing them into
the world and nurturing them, they
were to educate them in the will of
the Lord. So it is laid down in the
Shema: “You shall teach them [the
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words of God’s commands]
diligently to your children”
(Deuteronomy 6:7).2
Father was the head of the family,
but mother was its heart. Because
in those days a man could have more
than one wife, children were named
by their mothers (e.g., Genesis 30:6),
and to this day Jewishness is transmitted through the mother, not the
father. Both parents shared in the
moral education of their children:
“My son, keep your father’s commandment, and forsake not your
mother’s teaching” (Proverbs 6:20).
Marriage was the expected norm
for men; it was necessary to beget
children. But there were exceptions.
Jeremiah, whom God called to a very
difficult mission, and whose life was
such that it would have been cruel
to expect a woman to share it, was
unmarried. Warriors engaged in holy
war were required to keep themselves
away from women. In later times
certain persons of the Essenes were
celibate, and celibacy was admired
in certain Hellenistic Jewish circles.
Yeshua was unmarried in the literal sense. He knew his destiny,
which was to be certainly no easier
than Jeremiah’s. Besides, when one
reflects upon what was later made of
his mother, one can only imagine
how a wife of Yeshua would have
been regarded. But in a metaphorical sense, just as the prophets of the
Tenach regarded the Lord as Israel’s
husband, so early Christian writers
spoke of the Church as the Messiah’s

The apostles were
concerned about
having good order in
Christian households
bride (Ephesians 5:25; Revelation
19:7). Yeshua had regard for both
the literal and the metaphoric family. He sought to safeguard marriages
from divorce and warned against
even the thought of adultery (Matthew 5:28, 29).
The apostles were concerned
about having good order in Christian households. In listing the quali-

ties that churches should look for in
candidates for church leadership,
Paul states: “He must manage his
own household well, keeping his
children submissive and respectful in

Echoing the words of the Shema, the
Apostle tells fathers to bring up their
children “in the discipline and instruction of the Lord” (Ephesians
6:4).

In the hierarchy of loyalties this family of the
Lord trumped the fleshly family.
every way; for if a man does not know
how to manage his own household,
how can he care for God’s church?”
(1 Timothy 3:4, 5).
Elders must be “blameless, the
husband of one wife, and his children are believers and not open to
the charge of being profligate or insubordinate” (Titus 1:6).
In the letters of Paul and Peter we
find several “household
codes” that formally
prescribe the correct relationships between
husband and wife, parents and children, and
master and servants. These codes
may have a background in Hellenistic Judaism, for we can find somewhat similar descriptions of domestic duties in the writings of the Jewish philosopher Philo and the Jewish historian and apologist Josephus,
though perhaps not as succinct. A
typical example of an apostolic
household code is in Colossians
3:18-4:1:“Wives, be subject to your
husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.
Husbands, love your wives, and do
not be harsh with them. Children,
obey your parents in everything, for
this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not
provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. Slaves, obey in
everything those who are your
earthly masters, not with eyeservice,
as men-pleasers, but in singleness of
heart, fearing the Lord. . . . Masters,
treat your slaves justly and fairly,
knowing that you also have a Master in heaven.”
Attending to family duties was a
religious duty: “If any one does not
provide for his relatives, and especially for his own family, he has disowned the faith and is worse than
an unbeliever” (1 Timothy 5:8).

It frequently happened that one
spouse, most often the wife, would
become a believer, but the other
spouse did not. The Apostles gave
instruction for such situations. Paul
said that while the believing spouse
cannot prevent the unbelieving one
from leaving, the believer should not
be the one initiating separation or divorce. “Wife,” he asks, “how do you
know whether you will
save your husband?
Husband, how do you
know whether you will
save your wife?” (1
Corinthians 7:12-16).
Peter admonishes: “Likewise you
wives, be submissive to your husbands, so that some, though they do
not obey the word, may be won
without a word by the behavior of
their wives, when they see your reverent and chaste behavior” (1 Peter
3:1, 2).
Ultimately, the family that counts
most is the family of the Lord. “So
then,” says Paul, “let us do good to
all men, and especially to those who
are of the household of faith”
(Galatians 6:10). “You are fellow citizens with the saints and members of
the household of God” (Ephesians
2:19).

Father was the head
of the family, but
mother was its heart.

1
Earlier, the beginning of the Hebrew nation can be traced to the time
when the Lord commanded Abram
(Abraham) to leave his father’s house
(Genesis 12:1). Abram’s father Terah
was an idolator who served other gods
(Joshua 24:14).
2
Biblical quotations are taken from
the Revised Standard Version.
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